
Lesson 1

WHAT IS THEOSOPHY?
From Website of Theosophical Society in America

HAVE YOU EVER WONDERED about the
“big” ques tions of life?

    Who am I re ally?

    Why is the world the way it is?

    Where did I come from?

    What am I do ing here?

    What co mes next?

    When will I find out all these things?

    If you have ever won dered about these or
other such ap par ently un an swer able ques tions,
con grat u la tions. Your abil ity to won der proves
you are hu man. We hu man be ings are cu ri ous
about our selves and the world around us. That
cu ri os ity ap pears es pe cially in lit tle chil dren,
who are con tin u ally ask ing “what?” and “why?”
As we grow older, we may learn to live with our
un know ing and stop ask ing such ques tions — at
least overtly. But, be ing hu man, we have a pas -
sion for know ing the mean ing of things, and that
pas sion can not be wholly sup pressed.

The hu man pas sion for un der stand ing our -
selves and the world around us puts us on a quest 
for self-discovery. The hu man spe cies has var i -
ous names to iden tify it self. We are, in the tech -
ni cal lan guage of bi ol o gists, Homo sa pi ens “the
in tel li gent hu man.” But other names for our kind 
might be Homo jocosus “the play ful hu man,”
Homo loquax “the talk ative hu man,” and Homo
faber “the work ing hu man.” We might most ap -
pro pri ately be called Homo quaeritans “the
quest ing hu man,” “the hu man who is on a
search.”

Over the ages, hu mans have de vel oped sev -
eral ap proaches to an swer ing their own ques -
tions — for pur su ing their search. Three of the
most im por tant of such ap proaches are sci -
ence, phi los o phy, and re li gion, each of which
starts from its own as sump tions and goes
about form ing its an swers in its own way. Be -
cause of those dif fer ences, sci ence, phi los o -
phy, and re li gion may oc ca sion ally seem to
con tra dict one an other. But be cause they are
all try ing to an swer the “big” ques tions, their
right an swers can not re ally be con tra dic tory.
In stead, we need to un der stand what causes the 
dif fer ences and how we can find the truth in
com mon to these var ied ap proaches. And that
brings us to The os o phy and the Theo soph i cal
So ci ety.

THEOSOPHY AND THE
THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY

The os o phy and the Theo soph i cal So ci ety are
ob vi ously re lated, but they are also two dif fer -
ent things.

The os o phy is a way of an swer ing the “big”
ques tions of life by try ing to rec on cile the var -
ied ap proaches of sci ence, phi los o phy, and re -
li gion, with out lim it ing it self to any of their
par tic u lar as sump tions or ways. It re lies on its
own as sump tions and ways, while em brac ing
all that is true and valu able in other ap -
proaches.

The os o phy is both very new and very old. It
is new be cause it can be ap plied to our cu ri os -
ity about our own iden tity and the mean ing of



ev ery thing in the world around us to day. It does
that, not with a list of sim ple, pat an swers, but by
giv ing us a new way to look at our selves and the
uni verse, a way that pro vides a ba sis for de vel -
op ing our own an swers.

The os o phy is old be cause it em bod ies prin ci -
ples that have been known and taught by the
sages of the past all over the world. It has been
called by many names. In In dia it is called

Brahmavidya “The Wis dom of Ul ti mate Re al -
ity” or Sanâtana Dharma “The Eter nal
Teaching.” In Ju da ism it is called Kabbalah
“That Which Has Been Re ceived.” In China it is
called Tao Hsueh “The Teaching of the Way.” In
Is lam it is called Suf ism “The Way of Those
Who Wear Wool” (the “pure” or the “wise”). In
Chris tian ity it has been called Prisca Theologia
“The An cient Thought about Di vine Mat ters.” It
has also been called the Wis dom Tra di tion, the
Pe ren nial Phi los o phy, the Se cret Doc trine, and
the An cient Wis dom.

The term The os o phy is de rived from two
Greek words, theos “di vine” and sophia “wis -
dom.” How ever, The os o phy is not some sys tem
of thought pre scribed by a de ity rul ing from on
high, but the “Di vine Wis dom” that dwells po -
ten tially and uni ver sally in the hu man spirit, un -
fold ing grad u ally through the pro cess of
evo lu tion. It is this “Di vine Wis dom” within us
that stirs our de sire to dis cover who we are and
to an swer the other big ques tions.

The term The os o phy was first used in Eng lish
in 1650 for the teach ings of some an cient sages,
and was lat ter ap plied to the thought of
Ammonius Saccas and Plotinus, who founded

the Al ex an drian school of Neo pla to nism in
Egypt in the early third cen tury af ter Christ.
For them The os o phy was the di vine knowl -
edge that ex plained the ex pe ri ences ini ti ates
had in the Greek Mys teries. The term was later
used by the Protestant mys tic Jakob Böhme,
the early Swedenborgians in Eng land, and
other sev en teenth- and eigh teenth-century writ -
ers on spir i tual sub jects. And it has been ap plied 
to such schools of thought as Pythagoreanism,
Gnosticism, Hermeticism, Al chemy, Advaita
Vedanta, and Mahayana Bud dhism, as well as
to such phi los o phers as Nich o las of Cusa
(1401-64), Paracelsus (ca. 1490-1541), and
Giordano Bruno (1548-1600).

In re cent times, the term has come into more
gen eral use, be gin ning in the year 1875, with
the found ing of the Theo soph i cal So ci ety. The
So ci ety de clares three ob jects:

• To form a nucleus of the universal
brotherhood of humanity without
distinction of race, creed, sex, caste, or
color.

• To encourage the comparative study of
religion, philosophy, and science.

• To investigate unexplained laws of
nature and the powers latent in
humanity.

To help carry out those ob jects, the So ci ety
pres ents for con sid er ation a con tem po rary
state ment of the An cient Wis dom called The -
os o phy. The Theo soph i cal So ci ety does not re -
quire its mem bers, or Fel lows (as they have
tra di tion ally been called), to ac cept all or in -
deed any of the Theo soph i cal teach ings. The
motto of the So ci ety is “There is no re li gion
higher than Truth.” The term “re li gion” in that
motto re fers not only to churches, but to any
sys tem of be lief or ideas — in clud ing the So ci -
ety’s state ment of The os o phy.

Most Theo soph i cal Fel lows agree gen er ally
on the ba sic ideas and ide als of The os o phy, but 
they are free to re ject any of them and to in ter -
pret all of them ac cord ing to their own lights.
To be a mem ber of the So ci ety, one must only
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been known and taught by the

sages of the past all over the world.



sub scribe to its ob jects. Yet the So ci ety does of -
fer a view of life that is re mark able for its com -
pre hen sive ness, co her ence, and time less ness, a
con tem po rary for mu la tion of an an cient Wis -
dom Tra di tion that is the ba sis for a sat is fy ing,
pro duc tive life that en ables those who fol low it
to dis cover their own in ner na ture and to con trib -
ute to the wel fare of the world.

Al though this Wis dom has been of fered
through out the ages un der var i ous names and in
many lan guages, its es sence is fun da men tally
the same, how ever much its outer as pects and
man ner of pre sen ta tion may vary. It es pe cially
points to the re al ity of broth er hood and the im -
per a tive ne ces sity of prac tic ing it; but it also
gives in sight into the un ex plained around us and
helps the de vel op ment of our la tent pow ers; and
it is the in ner har mony of re li gion, phi los o phy,
and sci ence.

THEOSOPHY AS RELIGION

God sends His teachers unto every age,
To every clime and every race of men,
With revelations fitted to their growth
And shape of mind, nor gives the realm of

Truth
Into the selfish rule of one sole race.
    — James Russell Lowell (1819–91)

The world abounds with dif fer ing re li gions,
each ad dressed to a dif fer ent peo ple and time.
The word re li gion co mes from a Latin term
whose root mean ing is “to link back.” So dif fer -
ent re li gions link their fol low ers back in dif fer -
ent ways to the ul ti mate source of life, what ever
we call it: the Ab so lute, God, di vine Re al ity, or
the like.

The os o phy has been called “the Wis dom Re li -
gion,” be cause it also points the way to that link -
age. But The os o phy is not a re li gion. It does not
claim to be a com plete and fi nal state ment of
wis dom and truth, nor does it of fer a sin gle in ter -
pre ta tion of what Di vine Wis dom in cludes. The -
os o phy holds that all things, in clud ing the
hu man mind, are evolv ing. We are in the midst
of an un fin ished world and are our selves un fin -
ished. There fore the ac cu mu lated knowl edge of

any sub ject at any time is nec es sar ily in com -
plete and can be added to. We are only in the
mid dle of our de vel op ment, so we still have a
great deal to dis cover.

The os o phy does not bind an in di vid ual to any 
par tic u lar be lief or creed, but it is ded i cated to
fur ther ing hu man ity’s eter nal search for the
mean ing and whole ness of life in a
nonsectarian and nondogmatic way. The re li -
gions of the world of fer meth ods of this search
and are there fore sub jects for Theo soph i cal
study.
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The Three Fun da men tal Prop o si tions

The Se cret Doc trine es tab lishes three fun -
da men tal prop o si tions:—

(a) An Om ni pres ent, Eter nal, Bound less,
and Im mu ta ble PRINCIPLE on which all
spec u la tion is im pos si ble, since it tran -
scends the power of hu man con cep tion and
could only be dwarfed by any hu man ex -
pres sion or si mil i tude.  It is be yond the
range and reach of thought — in the words
of Mandukya, “un think able and un speak -
able.”

(b.) The Eter nity of the Uni verse in toto as 
a bound less plane; pe ri od i cally “the play -
ground of num ber less Uni verses in ces -
santly man i fest ing and dis ap pear ing,”
called “the man i fest ing stars,” and the
“sparks of Eter nity.”

(c) The fun da men tal iden tity of all Souls
with the Uni ver sal Over-Soul, the lat ter be -
ing it self an as pect of the Un known Root;
and the oblig a tory pil grim age for ev ery
Soul — a spark of the for mer — through the 
Cy cle of In car na tion (or “Ne ces sity”) in ac -
cor dance with Cy clic and Kar mic law, dur -
ing the whole term.

The Se cret Doc trine, “Proem”



The os o phy re spects the Di vine Wis dom ba sic
to the in ner side of all re li gious teach ings. It does 
not seek to con vert any per son from the re li gion
they hold, but rather to ex plain and in ter pret on a
ra tio nal ba sis the in ner mean ings of var i ous
creeds and cer e mo nies. An nie Besant, the sec -
ond in ter na tional Pres i dent of the So ci ety, has
stated the Theo soph i cal at ti tude suc cinctly:
“The os o phy asks you to live your re li gion, not to 
leave it.”

THEOSOPHY AS SCIENCE

An other as pect of The os o phy is sci en tific, par -
tic u larly its at ti tude to ward ob ser va tion and ex -
per i ment, hy poth e sis and in ves ti ga tion. Of
course, there are also dif fer ences be tween sci -
ence and The os o phy. Sci ence lim its it self to
what can be quan ti fied and tested by re peated,
con trolled, and ob jec tive ex per i ments. The os o -
phy also deals with di rect ex pe ri ence, but of ten
of a more sub jec tive and qual i ta tive na ture. Nev -
er the less, many of the con cepts out lined in
Theo soph i cal lit er a ture par al lel the emerg ing
knowl edge of mod ern sci ence in strik ing ways.

The sci en tific method is ba sic to the dis cov ery
of how the phys i cal world works, and its prin ci -
pal char ac ter is tic is an im per sonal search for

truth. But all thought ful sci en tists to day would
prob a bly agree with the state ment of one of the 
great East ern sages: “Ev ery great dis cov ery of
sci ence was at first a grand in tu ition.” The os o -
phy reaches into the area of these “grand in tu -
itions,” many of which deal with fac tors
be yond the scope of ob jec tive proof. But if
they are truth, they can be con firmed by all of
us who are will ing to use our lives as a lab o ra -
tory.

Sci ence, as such, is not con cerned with eth i -
cal pur poses, though re spon si ble sci en tists are. 
All knowl edge is power, which can be used for
ei ther good or ill, as ev i denced by the cures
that sci ence has de vel oped to con trol dis eases
on the one hand and the in stru ments of de -
struc tion that it has de vised for war fare on the
other. The os o phy, while point ing out new
roads to in ner knowl edge, also teaches that
such knowl edge can be safely gained only by
those who pre pare them selves in ac tion, de -
sire, and thought to hold the wel fare of hu man -
ity above their per sonal ben e fit.
Self-development and self-control must go
hand in hand with study and ad ven ture in ex -
pand ing knowl edge if both we and the world
are to be safe.

THEOSOPHY AS PHILOSOPHY

In still an other as pect, The os o phy is phi los o -
phy be cause it pos tu lates a log i cal ex pla na tion
for the uni verse and its laws, as well as for hu -
man ity’s or i gin, evo lu tion, and des tiny. In a
mes sage she sent to the Amer i can con ven tion
of 1888, Blavatsky wrote, “The os o phy [is] the
phi los o phy of the ra tio nal ex pla na tion of
things and not the ten ets.” That is, The os o phy
is not a body of be liefs, but a way of ex plain ing 
things — a phi los o phy. The os o phy of fers rea -
sons for life left un touched by ei ther re li gion
or sci ence. It holds that the uni verse is uni fied,
or derly, and pur pose ful, that mat ter is the in -
stru ment for the evo lu tion of life, that thought
is a cre ative power which we can learn to use
ef fec tively, and that ex pe ri ence of both joy and 
suf fer ing is the means by which we grow in
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Helena P. Blavatsky and Henry Steel Olcott,
co-founders of the Theosophical Society



char ac ter and abil ity and thus at tain wis dom,
com pas sion, and power.

We say that The os o phy in cludes as pects of re li -
gion, sci ence, and phi los o phy, but those three
ap proaches to truth, when rightly fol lowed, are
not con tra dic tory. In fact they blend into one an -
other. They are three ways of view ing the truth
of the uni verse, and what at one time is re li gion
or phi los o phy will be sci ence at an other time. As 
a Brit ish sci en tist, John D. Bar row, has writ ten
(The ories of Ev ery thing, 4):

To day, phys i cists ac cept the atomistic
view point that ma te rial bod ies are at root
com posed of iden ti cal el e men tary par ti cles, as 
[that view is] well sup ported by ev i dence. It is
taught in ev ery uni ver sity in the world. Yet,
this the ory of phys ics be gan amongst the early 
Greeks as a philo soph i cal, or even mys ti cal,
re li gion with out any sup port ing ob ser va tional 
ev i dence what so ever. . . . At om ism be gan life
as a philo soph i cal idea that would fail
vir tu ally ev ery con tem po rary test of what
should be re garded as “sci en tific”; yet,
even tu ally, it be came the cor ner stone of
phys i cal sci ence. One sus pects that there are
ideas of a sim i lar ground less sta tus by to day’s
stan dards that will in the fu ture take their
place within the ac cepted “sci en tific” pic ture
of re al ity.

SOME FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS OF
THEOSOPHY

The os o phy — in its re li gious, sci en tific, and
philo soph i cal as pects — of fers such con cepts as
the fol low ing for con sid er ation:

• Ultimate reality is a unified whole —
absolute, impersonal, unknowable, and
indescribable.

• The uni verse in which we live is man i fold,
di verse, con stantly chang ing, rel a tive (which
means that each part has mean ing and value
only in re la tion to oth ers), and il lu sory or
“mayavic” (that is, its re al ity dif fers from its
ap pear ance).

• The ul ti mate re al ity is the source of all
con scious ness, mat ter, and en ergy, which are

its three mu tu ally nec es sary as pects in the
man i fest uni verse and are pres ent in ev ery
be ing and ev ery par ti cle. There is no dead or 
un con scious mat ter.

• The uni verse and ev ery thing in it are
em a na tions or ex pres sions of the ul ti mate
re al ity, not cre ations out of noth ing by a
per sonal cre ator.

• The uni verse is eter nal, but with
in nu mer a ble worlds pe ri od i cally
man i fest ing within it.

• The uni verse is per vaded by a col lec tive
in tel li gence, a cos mic mind, which is
con sciously ex pressed in vary ing de grees
by all the be ings in the uni verse.

• The phys i cal uni verse of which we are
nor mally aware is only one as pect of the
to tal uni verse, which con sists of mul ti ple
planes, fields, or di men sions of be ing —
co ex ist ing, inter pen etrat ing, and in ter act ing
as pects of the whole. Of the seven planes of
our so lar sys tem, hu man be ings func tion
pri mar ily on the lower three: phys i cal,
emo tional, and men tal.
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The Secret Doctrine, the 2-volume magnum
opus of Helena P. Blavatsky



• The uni verse and ev ery thing in it
are or derly, fol low ing pat terns of
reg u lar cy cles, in clud ing
al ter nat ing phases of ac tiv ity and
rest, gov erned by a uni ver sal
prin ci ple of cause and ef fect or
karma. In hu man life, this prin ci ple 
of cy cles is ex pressed, among
other ways, by re peated re births or
re in car na tion.

• Evo lu tion, which is the re sult of an
in ner and in tel li gent guid ance
ex pressed through per sonal ef fort,
is good, has pur pose, and fol lows a
plan.

• Our ma te rial forms are evolv ing,
but so are our con scious
knowl edge of the uni verse and our
spir i tual aware ness of our ba sic
unity with all life.

• We are com pos ite be ings; we have
a num ber of in de pend ently
evolved prin ci ples or fac ul ties
whose de vel op ment is a pur pose of 
evo lu tion. In both the uni verse and
us, there are seven such prin ci ples.

• We are three fold be ings: (1) a
tem po rary, sin gle-lifetime
per son al ity, (2) an abid ing,
evolv ing in di vid u al ity that re in car nates, and
(3) a spark or di rect em a na tion of the ul ti mate
re al ity. The in te gra tion of these three as pects
is the driv ing force of our evo lu tion.

• The pro cess of evo lu tion, which be gins by
un con scious im pulse, must even tu ally
be come a con scious pro cess di rected by the
free will and ever in creas ing self-awareness
of the evolv ing en ti ties. The con scious
par tic i pa tion by hu man be ings in evo lu tion ary 
change is sym bol ized as walk ing a path.

• The evolv ing en ti ties of the uni verse in clude
intelligences both less and more ad vanced
than hu man be ings, of whom some of the
more ad vanced (the Mas ters or Ad epts) may
serve as help ers and guides to the less
ad vanced.

• The key to the ad vance ment of hu man
evo lu tion is a ded i ca tion by the in di vid ual to 
the ser vice of oth ers, that is, al tru ism — an
aware ness of broth erly unity and a
for get ful ness of per sonal sep a rate ness.

• The pain, cru elty, and frus tra tion we
ex pe ri ence in life are the re sult of ig no rance, 
un bal anced ac tions, rel a tive dis lo ca tions, or
change; they are not in de pend ently ex ist ing
evils.

• It is pos si ble, as a re sult of in di vid ual ef fort
in this life, for hu man be ings to come by
in tu itive knowl edge or mys ti cal ex pe ri ence
to a full aware ness of their nonseparateness
from the ul ti mate re al ity.

• Cor re spon dences, anal o gies, mean ing ful
con nec tions, and pat terned rep e ti tions ex ist
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among all things in the uni verse. By us ing
those cor re spon dences, we can use what we
know to dis cover the un known.

• Be hind the ex o teric or pub lic forms of all
re li gions and re li gious phi los o phies there
ex ists an es o teric or in ner teach ing that holds
such con cepts as those listed here. 

A con tem po rary ef fort
to ex press the ba sis of such fun da men tal con -
cepts is the Theo soph i cal World View:

THE THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY, while
reserving for each member full freedom to
interpret those teachings known as
Theosophy, is dedicated to preserving and
realizing the ageless wisdom, which
embodies both a worldview and a vision of
human self-transformation.

This tra di tion is founded upon cer tain fun da -
men tal prop o si tions:

1. The uni verse and all that ex ists within it are
one in ter re lated and in ter de pen dent whole.

2. Ev ery ex is tent be ing — from atom to gal axy
— is rooted in the same uni ver sal, life-creating
Re al ity. This Re al ity is all per va sive, but it can
never be summed up in its parts, since it tran -
scends all its ex pres sions. It re veals it self in the
pur pose ful, or dered, and mean ing ful pro cesses
of na ture as well as in the deep est re cesses of the
mind and spirit.

3. Rec og ni tion of the unique value of ev ery liv -
ing be ing ex presses it self in rev er ence for life,

com pas sion for all, sym pa thy with the need of
all in di vid u als to find truth for them selves, and 
re spect for all re li gious tra di tions. The ways in
which these ide als be come re al i ties in in di vid -
ual life are both the priv i leged choice and the
re spon si ble act of ev ery hu man be ing. 

Cen tral to the con cerns of The os o phy is the
de sire to pro mote un der stand ing and broth er -
hood among peo ple of all races, na tion al i ties,
phi los o phies, and re li gions. There fore, all peo -
ple, what ever their race, creed, sex, caste, or
color, are in vited to par tic i pate equally in the
life and work of the So ci ety. The Theo soph i cal 
So ci ety im poses no dog mas, but points to ward
the source of unity be yond all dif fer ences. De -
vo tion to truth, love for all liv ing be ings, and
com mit ment to a life of ac tive al tru ism are the
marks of the true The os o phist.

These teach ings have also been set forth in a
po et i cal way, in a form known as the Three
Truths of the White Lo tus be cause they orig i -
nally ap peared in a late nine teenth-century
sym bolic story called The Idyll of the White
Lo tus by Mabel Col lins:

There are three great truths which are
absolute and which cannot be lost, but
which may remain silent for lack of speech.
The human soul is immortal, and its future
is the future of a thing whose growth and
splendor has no limit.
The principle that gives life dwells in us and
around us, is undying and eternally
beneficent, is not seen or heard or smelt, but
is perceived by the one who desires
perception.
We are each our own absolute lawgiver, the
dispenser of glory or gloom to ourselves,
the decreer of our life, our reward, our
punishment.
These truths, which are as great as life itself, 
are as simple as the simplest human mind.
Feed the hungry with them.
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Ques tions for Re view:
1. De fine the os o phy.

2. Why is the os o phy con sid ered old?

3. Is the os o phy a re li gion? Why or why not?

4. What is the dif fer ence be tween the os o phy as a sci ence as com pared to mod ern sci ence?

5. In what sense is the os o phy a phi los o phy?

6. What are some of the im por tant ten ets of the os o phy?


